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Abstract 
As one of the first novels written, Samuel Richardson's Clarissa serves 
as an important social text with which to examine the eighteenth century. Most 
theoretical studies of the emergence of novelistic discourse have interpreted the 
rise of the new genre as a reflection of other broader socio-economic changes. 
This study focuses on the role of the novel in bringing about such changes--in 
articulating particular attitudes, beliefs, and opinions that have come to be 
associated with the middle class. The study involves an examination of 
Clarissa, Lovelace, and the Harlowe family as representatives of particular 
ideologies, or understandings of history, with the novel itself reflecting the 
historical instability and ideological insecurity of the eighteenth century. 
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Introduction 
At any given historical moment, there exist various ideologies or 
explanations of history competing for dominance. The one that emerges as 
dominant--the ruling ideology--generally seeks to portray a particular set of 
power relations as the product of nature rather than history. All of history is 
presented as a narrative to which a particular group may claim authorship. 
Other ideologies seek to expose the dominant one as false as well as to replace 
it. H.istorical movement is the product-of this dynamic-a dynamic between 
master narratives and subnarratives; the former attempting to maintain power, 
the latter seeking to transform it. 
A dramatic rupture may also occur--a transitional moment in which no 
ideology is clearly dominant. Such a development may be the result of several 
factors. The ruling ideology may suffer a loss of legitimacy to the extent that the 
majority of people living under it are no longer willing to accept its explanation 
of history. The collapse may occur before another ideology or counternarrative 
is able to dominate, as is often the case in revolutionary situations. The collapse 
may also generate an ideological struggle in which any number of 
counternarratives compete for dominance, each appealing to particular sectors 
of society. These contradictions, arising among and between particular 
explanations of history, are responsible for providing the momentum of 
historical change. 
The unfolding of the capitalist narrative--the ideology that has dominated 
modern western history--is generally traced to late seventeenth century 
England. Particular economic changes, including the monetarization of the 
economy and the development of wage labor, are held to be responsible for 
social and cultural transformations--namely the rise of the middle class and the 
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emergence of certain political institutions associated with it. The period has 
been understood by traditional historians as one of rapid socio-economic 
transformation occurring within a fairly stable ideological context. While 
dramatic political changes were taking place, the outcome of the situation has 
been explained as both logical and inevitable. The only replacement for divine 
right monarchies, in this case, was bourgeois democracy--or so the story has 
been told by traditional histories of the period. 
The purpose of this study is to examine the early eighteenth centu·ry as a 
period of profound ideological turbulence--one in which the formerly dominant 
aristocratic ideology had begun to crumble before the narrative of the 
bourgeoisie was able to take its place. I will examine the emergence of 
novelistic discourse in this context, looking at the novel not as the result of 
particular ideological formations, but as instrumental in bringing about these 
very formations. My study will focus on Samuel Richardson's Clarissa as a 
novel about historical instability--a record of both historical inertia and 
movement. I will argue that Richardson's novel, rather than being merely the 
result of socio-economic change, is both a means and a recording of such 
changes as they were being made. 
By focusing on a novel like Clarjssa as a social text, it becomes possible 
to examine the eighteenth century beyond the scope within which it has been 
traditionally understood. Richardson was at once a member of an emerging 
economic class writing about the failing aristocracy, and a man writing about 
female consciousness. The novel provides a lens with which to view a society 
and a culture, not merely as it was, but as it was becoming. Clarissa represents 
more than its author's attempt to provide a critique of "immorality and growing 
skepticism"; it is a dialectical record of historical movement (Richetti 93). 
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Critical Contexts 
Critics have long understood the eighteenth-century to have been a 
period of dramatic social and cultural transformation for England. There has 
been far less critical agreement, however, on the role played by the eighteenth-
century novel relative to the changing social structures of the age. Traditional 
analyses of the rise of the novel have tended to treat novelistic discourse and 
indeed the emergence of new literary genres as a reflection of other changes in 
society. Only recently has the novel itself been argued to have played a role in 
bringing about such changes. 
Early studies of the novel, including Ian Watt's The Rise of the Novel, 
tended to view literary form as a reflection or mirror of the culture in which it was 
produced. Watt traced the emergence of the new form of narrative--what he 
termed "Formal Realism"--to a developing individualist tradition. The novel, he 
argues, "arose in the modern period, a period whose general intellectual 
orientation was most decisively separated from its classical and mediaeval 
heritage by its rejection--or at least its attempted rejection--of universals" (12). 
The product of concurrent shifts in philosophy (the notion of the pursuit of truth 
as an individual matter) and socioeconomic relations (the rise of the middle 
class and the growth of commercial capitalism), the novel's "primary criterion 
was truth to individual experience" (13). 
While this summary cannot possibly do justice to the sophistication of 
Watt's argument, it sheds at least some light on the author's notion of causality 
in history. More recent studies of the novel have examined the role of literary 
discourse in giving rise to the kinds of "intellectual orientations" that Watt credits 
with producing the new genre. There is little critical agreement, however, 
regarding the extent to which novels are the "vehicles, not the reflections of 
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social change" (Bender 1 ). A number of recent critics have argued that in 
addition to providing images of conflicts and representations of history, the 
novels of the age played a central role in such struggles. Terry Eagleton, for 
example, argues that the eighteenth-century novel was an agent rather than a 
mere account, "of the English Bourgeoisie's attempt to wrest a degree of 
ideological hegemony from the aristocracy" (4). 
Drawing on the Gramscian notion of cultural hegemony, Eagleton 
understands the literary discourse of the middle class as nothing less than 
revolutionary weaponry: "The eighteenth-century middle class must do more 
than amass capital or trade in titles: its moral power must permeate the textures 
of civil society, pitting the values of thrift, peace and chastity against a violent 
and profligate nobility" (6). For Eagleton, the battle lines are clearly drawn. A 
revolutionary middle class, whose representatives included the printer Samuel 
Richardson, was in the process of supplanting the "immoral" values of the 
aristocracy with its own progressive values. 
There are several problems with such an argument. To begin with, 
Eagleton's notion of literature as an agent of cultural production may be 
interpreted as the mirror image of a theory like Watt's. Literature is no longer just 
a reflection of change in society, it is overwhelmingly the cause of socio-
economic transformation. Eagleton's theory reproduces and is governed by the 
same causal assumptions present in Watt's argument--but with the causal flow 
operating in the opposite direction. Both critics assume the existence and 
stability of a particular set of conditions, including the presence of an organized 
and coherent middle class. 
For the most part, our understanding of history (literary and otherwise) is 
filtered through particular concepts and terms that have come to have meaning 
independent of the historical contexts in which they arose. Interpretations of 
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social and political change in the eighteenth-century, including Eagletons, are 
generally framed in Manichean-type oppositions--the bourgeosie vs. the 
aristocracy, affective individualism vs. extended kinship networks, male vs. 
female. By treating the ideology of the middle class as an overwhelmingly 
progressive force, Eagleton is unable to account for conservative elements 
within that same ideology. In spite of his radical departure from traditional 
understandings of the novel in relation to the culture of the eighteenth century, 
he remains firmly encamped within a linear or deterministic notion of historical 
change. Both explanations of the period--traditional and radical--are guilty of 
theoretical oversimplification resulting from an assumed stability of historical 
categories. 
It seems likely that Richardson's novel was representative of as well as a 
part of a much more subtle process of social transformation than the struggle for 
cultural hegemony with which Eagleton credits it. The process is probably much 
closer to Michael McKeon's notion of "double reversal" whereby "progressive 
ideology subverts aristocratic ideology, and is in turn subverted by conservative 
ideology" (176). As I hope to demonstrate, Clarissa embodies McKeon's 
"double reversal" at work. The heroine's rejection of the role of women 
sanctioned by the age develops not out of discontent with patriarchal authority 
per se, but from what she perceives to be an intolerable contradiction between 
the religious morality with which she so deeply identifies and the various 
"immoralities" practiced all around her. She longs for a return to a more 
conservative time, one in which she believs"truth" and "virtue" to have 
represented more than a mere "moral-rhetorical display" (Richetti 97). It is, 
however, only Clarissa's acceptance of her own status as an jndjyjdual--
representative of progressive developments within philosophy and political 
theory--that allows her to articulate her discontent. 
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Recent critical analysis has also examined the function of literary 
discourse in giving rise to the kind of "intellectual origins" that Ian Watt believed 
necessary for the emergence of the new genre--the kinds of changes in 
consciousness responsible for new social formations. In his study of eighteenth-
century prison reform, for example, John Bender describes a process "where 
through the material of language, an emergent structure of feeling took shape, 
and like an image floating into focus, became subject to conscious experience" 
(1 ). In this way, particular attitudes and beliefs emerged nm through written 
representation. Only then were particular groups of individuals, like the evolving 
middle-class, allowed access to a group of ideas out of which they could 
assemble a coherent value structure. 
Such a distinction is particularly important in understanding the 
relationship between the novel and the emergence of new forms of 
consciousness. As Michael McKeon notes, in periods of crucial transformation, 
categories are both unstable and resistant to being identified--"either as what 
they are going to be--or as what they once were" (160). In his examination of the 
instability of social and generic categories, McKeon argues that the volatility of 
the novel as an emerging genre is analagous to the state of the middle class 
(177). 
Historical causality as it has been traditionally understood--the 
representation of English history as the "narrative unfolding of capitalism"--is 
thus reinterpreted in a radically different light (Armstrong 13). Instead of 
emerging as the singular consequence of particular socioeconomic changes--
the development of mercantile capitalism and the subsequent creation of a 
sizeable "reading" class, for example,--novelistic discourse helped to articulate 
the consciousness necessary for such changes. Historical change is presented 
as dialectical rather than linear, as in the arguments of Watt and Eagleton. The 
6 
novel, rather than representing a middle-class phenomenon, represents the 
means by which such a group was able to organize and take shape around a 
particular set of ideas. 
The idea of the novel being "necessarily antecedent to the way of life it 
represented" is particularly important in understanding the relationship between 
novelistic discourse and the emergence of a new female conciousness 
(Armstrong 13). Instead of merely reflecting the socio-economic and historical 
changes which had encouraged the domesticization of women, argues 
Armstrong, the novel actually initiated these changes in a way that no social 
conduct book ever could (9). At a time when the Lockean notion of human 
understanding as the product of an exchange between the individual mind and 
the material world was becoming widely accepted, women were being actively 
discouraged from carrying on such an exchange. The result of such a practice 
was a widening contradiction between an emergent individualist philosophy 
and a patriarchal tradition that was based in part upon the systematic denial of 
women as individuals. 
The ideological instability that characterized the early eighteenth century 
was in many ways the product of patriarchal instability. While conservative 
· aristocratic ideology had a tradition of and a dependence upon a patriarchal 
hierarchy, the relatively "progressive" Puritan ideology, with its insistence upon 
unmediated dialogue with "the Father" for all sinners, represented, in theory at 
least, the antithesis of such a tradition. The emerging contradictions between 
the two ideologies revealed the need for "fuller and more complex strategies ... 
for resolving the inconsistency between the increasing autonomy of the 
masculine subject, in a culture which increasingly affirmed the prerogatives of 
individual desire, and the systematic denial of either desire or autonomy in 
women" (Pollak 2). The early novels, including Richardson's Clarjssa, reveal 
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not only the historical contradiction between patriarchy and individualism, but 
the actual search for the "fuller and more complex strategies" necessary to 
resolve the contradictions. 
Samuel Richardson, Clarissa and the Eighteenth Century Woman 
Samuel Richardson declared in a postscript to his novel that his "great 
end" was to promote Clarissa as a Christian heroine in an age of growing 
skepticism and immorality (Richetti 93). She was to be an "exemplar to her sex" 
he states in the novel's preface. At Clarissa's death he emphasizes that she is 
"all that is woman": 
and who that are in earnest in their profession 
of Christianity but will rather envy than regret 
the triumphant death of Clarissa, whose piety 
from her early childhood; whose diffusive charity; 
whose steady virtue; whose Christian humiliy; 
whose forgiving spirit; whose meekness, whose 
resignation, HEAVEN only could reward (1498). 
As Jean Hagstrum notes, "it is a tribute to the liberalism of this author that 
'woman' included the rebel, the leader, the bold declarer of her own 
independence" (208). The author's position relative to Clarissa's search for 
"independence" has been interpreted by others, however, as ambivalent at 
best. Terry Eagleton argues, for example, that Richardson's "exaltation" of 
women served to reinforce the ideal of women's passive submission (26). 
Through the course of her narrative, Clarissa confronts first the lust for 
power in the form of material domination that motivates the Harlowe family and 
later the lust for sexual domination that inspires Lovelace. The Harlowes are 
representative of an emerging economic force, aspiring to emulate a class 
already fading from history. Lovelace, while a part of the latter group, has 
largely rejected his class identity in favor of one that is literary and 
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historical--that of the Restoration rake. "Clarissa," writes R.F. Brissenden, 
•through her simple desire to live her own life, to be true to her own sense of 
justice, her refusal to allow herself to be 'used' by others, frustrates, stands in 
the way of, the desires and designs both of her family and of Lovelace" (165). 
The struggle is in this sense an ideological one. Both the Harlowe family and 
Lovelace, albeit for very different reasons, view Clarissa as a threat to their 
respective abilities to dominate. 
Clarissa represents one author's attempt to counter the new role for 
women that was emerging alongside (and indeed as a function of) mercantile 
capitalism. Richardson was by no means alone in attempting to (re)write the 
position of women in his age. Defining the proper role of women in their culture 
was of major concern to many eighteenth-century novelists (Flanders 192). 
Other literary heroines including Fanny Burney's Evelina and Anne Radcliffe's 
Emily are embroiled in conflicts similar to those described in Clarissa. All three 
characters confront emotional and physical violence at the hands of a society 
that treats women as sexual and economic commodities. 
Clarissa's tale is one of resistance and at times subversion, as she 
resists patriarchal authority in the form of propertied marriage as well as other 
commodifications of women that accompanied early capitalist industrialization. 
Her narrative stands opposed to what Ellen Pollak has termed "the myth of 
passive womanhood"--a myth that had its basis in the history of real women's 
lives and that shaped literary protrayals of woman as "an extension of male 
desire" (4). Her resistance involves both a partial rejection of passivity as an 
ideal as well as an affirmation of chastity as a means of escaping male 
domination. 
It would be a mistake as well as an exaggeration to credit Clarissa (or her 
creator) with having the kind of vision expressed by eighteenth-century 
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feminists such as Mary Astell. While her experiences with her family as well as 
with Lovelace lead her to a greater awareness concerning the position of 
women in society, her struggle begins and ends at a profoundly personal level. 
Her understanding, as does her reader's, stops short, therefore, of any 
comprehensive awareness regarding the structural roots of her oppression. 
Following her rape by and escape from Lovelace, Clarissa seeks not public 
vengeance, but the restoration of "this vile, this hated selr with her "best selr 
(974) 
The vindication that Clarissa seeks is not one to be found in this world. 
She must, as Anna Howe suggests, "look to a WORLD BEYOND THIS for the 
reward of [her] sufferings" (1014). The very qualities with which Richardson 
endows Clarissa--those attributes which compose the "paragon of virtue," the 
"exemplar of her sex, "--circumscribe from the beginning her potential to resist or 
to influence the forces of oppression around her. Despite Clarissa's apparent 
rejection of the idea of passivity through her attempt to be "rather useful than 
glaring," she is passive enough so as to be unable to fend off her adversaries 
(121 ). As a Christian heroine, Clarissa is keenly aware that the theoretical 
morality upon which she has been raised is noticeably absent in the practices of 
the age. Perceived as deviant as well as a threat to the emerging order, 
Clarissa must either "conform or die" (Flanders 192). There is simply no place 
for her "morality," her "virtue," among the competing ideologies of the age. In the 
struggle for ideological dominance that characterizes the early eighteenth 
century, Clarissa's "counter-narrative" represents a powerful potential threat to 
the new capitalist order. 
John Richetti locates in Clarissa the "ultimate woman" in eighteenth-
century literature, arguing that she transforms "her sexual and social 
degradation into an occasion for her own moral-rhetorical display, replacing the 
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female stereotype with a profoundly independent and transcendental humanity 
far beyond mere sexual identity" (97). In his creation of a heroine representative 
of the "ultimate woman," however, Richardson succeeds in offering a pattern 
that cannot be emulated by any living woman. In addition to his expressed 
intention of demonstrating "the distresses that may attend the misconduct both 
of parents and children, in relation to marriage," Richardson also offers 
compelling testimony to the price of resisting patriarchal authority--a price few of 
Clarissa's contemporaries would be willing or able to pay. 
Clarissa and the Political Economy of "Uselessness" 
The position of women in Clarissa reflects changes within English culture that 
had been evolving for nearly a century. The rise of industrial capitalism had had 
among its most dramatic effects, a decided influence upon the role of women. 
Alice Clark in her study of the advent of capitalism reveals that a changing 
organization of labor affected women by making them more dependent, both 
economically and otherwise. The changing nature of capital and capital 
accumulation meant that women were losing many of their previous functions in 
the economy while consequently assuming new ones. The sexual division of 
labor which had previously earmarked tasks including midwifery and estate 
management for women was shifting in such a way that women were being 
pushed out of the labor market all together. As Clark notes, women were 
gradually being excluded "from work which in former days, nature, it was 
supposed, had specifically designed them" (286). A restructuring of the English 
economy coupled with social and cultural change was radically affecting both 
the position and portrayal of women in society. 
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By the eighteenth century, a socio-economic transformation was well 
underway in England--change characterized by the rapid urbanization of the 
populace, the monetarization of the economy, and the growth of wage labor. As 
Laura Brown notes, the changes in the economy extended to the organization 
of labor, the structure of domestic relations, and even to the ideals of feminine 
behavior (437). The shift of labor concentrations away from the countryside and 
into the metropolitan areas gave rise to a class of landless wage-earners 
(Pollak 29). Whereas working-class women had previously relied upon 
marriage as a means of gaining access to family-based industries, this avenue 
of entry was now closed to them: "If a journeyman's wages were sufficient to 
maintain his entire family, his wife could afford to confine herself to unpaid 
domestic drudgery" (29). As the traditional labor of working women became 
increasingly "irrelevant," they were simultaneously denied the means of 
acquiring new industrial skills as well as access to the ranks of skilled labor 
(Clark 160). 
While changing economic relations had a devastating effect on the 
productivity and earning potential of working women, it also drastically altered 
the socioeconomic status of women belonging to the aristocracy as well as to 
what would become the middle classes. As W. Austin Flanders notes, traditional 
household tasks were becoming the province of increasingly devalued 
subgroups of the labor force (173). Working-class women were now "forced to 
carry their household skills to the marketplace and there to compete for the 
lowest and worst-paying wage-labor in the unprotected trades" (Brown 438). As 
a result, middle-class women were being removed from any recognized or 
meaningful place in the economy and "subsequently placed in positions of 
extreme economic dependence" (Brown 438). 
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At the same time, the increased societal status given "specialized" 
knowledge was pushing women out of fields they had traditionally dominated. 
The long-standing role of women in family and community-based health care 
was being supplanted by the male-dominated field of specialized medicine. The 
same was true for education. Wile women had often been responsible for at 
least early education within the family, they found themselves being rapidly 
replaced by hired tutors. At the same time women continued to be denied 
access to the higher education necessary to teach outside of the home (Pollak 
31 ). "As family life depended more and more upon professional services for 
education and medicine," observes Clark, "fewer opportunities were offered to 
women for exerting their faculties within the domestic spere and the general 
incompetence of upper-class women did in fact become more pronounced" 
(288-89). 
For the women of Clarissa's station in life, almost all forms of labor were 
becoming unacceptable. Less than a century before, the women of the Harlowe 
family would have been responsible for tasks including estate management and 
even the upkeep of the estate. These same tasks were now the responsibility of 
hired workers. As Brown notes, economic changes which saw the exclusion of 
middle-class women from the economy combined with social changes to 
produce the symbol of genteel leisure as an ideal: "The ideal female [was] a 
badge of status, a proximate sign of gentility and an ornament for a class whose 
male members define[d] themselves in terms of business" (439). The changing 
nature of the feminine ideal, asserts Flanders, meant that "women had now to 
confront their passivity in a heightened form" (173). The advocacy of passivity 
as a virtue was no longer confined to the pages of social conduct books. For 
women including those of the Harlowe family, passivity was an economic reality 
as well as a social and cultural ideal. 
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The realities of a radically transformed economy and culture are reflected 
in Clarjssa by the Harlowe family in particular. The Harlowes are representative 
of the emerging bourgeosie, having made rather than inherited their fortunes. 
Clarissa and her friend Anna Howe have few structural constraints upon their 
time. "We have always from the time each could hold a pen delighted in 
epistolary correspondencies," writes Anna. "Our employments are domestic and 
sedentary ... " (74-75). Ironically, while Clarissa is representative of a class of 
women for whom an ideal of utility had been replaced by one of passivity, the 
heroine herself deviates from this larger trend. While her employments are 
indeed "domestic" they are far less "sedentary" than was the norm for women of 
her class. Clarissa resists "the myth of passive womanhood," exposing its 
contradictions. In the process of resistance, however, Clarissa reveals the 
extent of her own dependence upon the very myth. 
While shifts in the economic sphere had made all but the poorest women 
more dependent on male support, Clarissa represents a tiny minority of women 
who were, in theory at least, economically independent. In the novel's first 
exchange--between Clarissa and Anna Howe--Anna makes a reference to the 
"clauses in your grandfather's will in your favor'' (40). Clarissa's grandfather had 
become so enamored of her prior to his death that he left the bulk of his estate 
to her instead of to James Har1owe--Clarissa's brother. It is this decision that 
allows for the emergence of the central conflict in the novel--at once enflaming 
the jealousy of James and Arabella, fueling the family's lust for wealth, as well 
as setting the stage for the later conflict between Clarissa and Lovelace: 
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But when my grandfather's will had lopped off 
one branch of my brother's expectation, he was 
extremely dissatisfied with me. Nobody indeed 
was pleased: for although everyone loved me, 
yet being the youngest child, father, uncles, 
brother, sister, all thought themselves postponed 
as to matter of right and power {who loves not 
power?); and my father himself could not bear 
that I should be made sole, as I may call it, and 
independent. ... {77-78) 
Ironically, the grandfather's decision is a reward for Clarissa's 
industriousness. We learn that before the story begins, Clarissa played a role in 
improving her grandfather's estate, both establishing and later managing a 
dairy: "Her grandfather, in order to invite her to him as often as her other friends 
would spare her, indulged her in erecting and fitting-up a dairy-house in her 
own taste" {41 ). As Margaret Anne Doody notes, Clarissa's establishment and 
management of the dairy demonstrates that she is a country gentlewoman in 
the style of the seventeenth-century lady rather than like the eighteenth-century 
woman of fashion {54). 
In addition to her employments at the dairy, Clarissa also "manages" the 
Harlowe estate. Several references are made to her work in this regard, tasks 
that her sister Arabella "chose not." She gives household "directions" to her 
mother, submitting "the bill of fare for this day and tomorrow" (102). Significantly, 
her daily work enables Clarissa to continue corresponding with Anna and 
Lovelace against the orders of her family, leaving letters at the site where she 
cares for her bantam hens. As Lovelace reveals, "she goes every morning and 
evening to a woodhouse remote from the dwelling house, under pretence of 
visiting and feeding a set of bantam poultry" (164). She is also active in 
charitable work, caring for "her poor." 
When Clarissa's refusal to marry Solmes--the suitor her father has 
chosen for her--casts her into further disfavor with the Harlowes, her various 
15 
employments are among the first of many "freedoms" taken from her. She is 
"turned out of that family management which I loved, and had the greater 
pleasure in it, because it was an ease, as I thought to my mama, and what my 
sister chose not ... " (151 ). Her very motto "rather useful than glaring" is denied 
her as she is confined to "the house [she) so lately governed as [she] pleased" 
(121 ). 
The fact that Clarissa's work is taken from her as a form of punishment 
reveals the attitude of her family, and indeed the class they are representative 
of, towards her utility. If, as Doody asserts, Clarissa is a country gentlewoman in 
the style of the seventeenth century rather than the eighteenth-century woman 
of fashion, her labor is nothing if not dispensable. Clarissa's job as family 
manager can easily be filled by hired help. Her work, as Doody notes, 
"becomes thus something taken, not given, a commodity whose creator is 
denied" (54). The very fact that Clarissa would choose to "work" against the 
dominant ideal of passivity serves as a disruption of and even a threat to that 
same ideal. 
Despite the family's apparent agreement on separating Clarissa from her 
work, support for enforcing the ideal of passivity is rather less homogenous than 
it might appear. Within the novel itself, there is wide-ranging debate regarding 
the new feminine ideal. Clarissa's uncle Antony, for one, rejects the very notion 
of women as idle and passive beings. Describing his own version of an ideal 
marriage, he states that: "I know not why a good wife should be above these 
things. 'Tis better than lying abed half the day, and junketing and card playing 
all the night, and making yourselves wholly useless to every good purpose in 
your own families, as is now the fashion among ye--" (155). John Belford, as a 
representative of the changing aristocracy, upholds the opposite point of view, 
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saying of Clarissa that "she was born to adorn the age she was given to, and 
would be an ornament to the first dignity" (555). 
As Laura Brown notes, the new feminine ideal, like many ideologies, was 
not universally upheld and applauded. "The sign of its vitality and significance is 
rather in the fact," she argues, "that it [was] assumed to be universal, that it [was] 
taken so seriously as to provoke frequent comment and strenuous debate" 
(440). The conflict over the role and position of women in society reflects a 
larger contradiction between capitalism as it was emerging and patriarchy as it 
was evolving. The Puritan emphasis on utility was in marked contrast to the 
notion of the idle aristocrat. The debate within the novel is revealing of the 
emerging compromise (as well as the resistance to compromise) between the 
two positions. 
Resisting Patriarchy: Clarissa and 
Propertied Marriage 
Clarissa is correct when she senses her father's displeasure with the fact 
that the estate she has inherited would make her independent. All of the 
conflicts between Clarissa and the Harlowe's stem from the family's perception 
that their daughter both intends to and is attempting to exercise this 
independence. "I dare not ask to go to my dairy-house, as my good grandfather 
would call it;" writes Clarissa, "for I am now afraid of being thought to have a 
wish to enjoy that independence to which his will has entitled me ... " (56). Her 
Uncle Antony is quick to remind her that if "I thought my grandfather's favor to 
me had made me independent of them all... the will could be set aside and 
should' (60). 
The extent as well as the limits of Clarissa's ability and willingness to 
resist patriarchal authority is fully revealed in the conflict over who she will 
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marry. The envy and jealousy of Clarissa's brother and sister triggered by her 
grandfather's will is brought to a head when she begins receiving the attentions 
of Lovelace who is hated by them both. Despite their similar reactions, the 
motivations of James and Arabella come from different sources. While 
Clarissa's brother is inspired by what he perceives to be the economic 
insecurity of his position, Arabella's resentment of Clarissa is the product of her 
dependence. Not only has she been denied the equivalent of Clarissa's 
financial independence, Lovelace's rejection of her as a suitor has placed any 
potential "independence" from the Harlowe family in jeopardy. When James 
Harlowe concocts a scheme by which Clarissa will be forced to marry a man, 
the choice of whom he knows to be disagreeable to her, he is guaranteed of 
Arabella's support. The family, willfully ignorant of James' machinations, can 
only interpret Clarissa's refusal to marry the "hated Solmes" and her stated 
desire to "live single" as a sign of her preference for Lovelace as well as her 
rejection of the family's (specifically the father's) authority. 
The battle that ensues between Clarissa and the Harlowe family has less 
to do with either Solmes or Lovelace specifically than it does larger historical 
forces--namely the sweeping social and economic changes set in motion at the 
end of the seventeenth century. The family's insistence that she marry the man 
they have chosen for her is the product of the economic relations of the age in 
which they live. As Mark Kinkead-Weeks explains, marriage was an economic 
activity in the view of upper class eighteenth-century families in general, the 
Harlowes being no exception. The ability of James Harlowe to assert his will in 
this regard is, likewise, a reflection of the radical changes within the English 
class structure. "Because [James] is the spearhead of his family's ambition and 
pride," notes Weeks, "he gains the power to make himself virtually its head, and 
his arrogance and selfishness, thus supported and encouraged by his 
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economic position, know no bounds" (128). In contrast to the son of an 
aristocrat, James Harlowe's status is no longer enough to guarantee his 
economic or titular dominance within the family. He must also rely upon his wits 
in order to establish himself as well as to fend off any potential threats to his 
position. The instability of his position is compounded by the fact that it is 
threatened from all directions: from above by Lovelace who is his social and 
economic superior and from within by Clarissa. 
In contrast to the powers that remained with the eldest son in the family of 
the eighteenth century--powers both economic and political--daughters of all 
ages and classes were severely constrained by the patriarchal authority 
governing them. Unmarried women remained legally under the control of their 
fathers until they reached the age of twenty one. Upon marrying, regardless of 
how old or how young the bride, all legal and economic authority passed into 
the hands of the husband. Daughters also had very little choice or influence in 
the matter of whom they were to marry. It was commonplace at the time for 
parents to choose the prospective marriage partner as well as to draw up the 
economic agreement governing the union. As Mary Astell wrote in her Some 
Reflectjons Upon Marrjage, "A Woman, indeed, can't be properly said to 
choose; all that is allow'd her is to Refuse or Accept what is offer'd" (Perry 274). 
In Clarissa's case, even this small choice was not an option. 
Although Clarissa has the unusual ability to live independent of the 
authority of her father, having inherited a sizeable estate from her grandfather, 
she does not initially exercise this option: "To obviate everyone's jealousy," 
Clarissa has given up to her father's management "not only the estate, both the 
money bequeathed me ... contenting myself to take, as from his bounty, what he 
was pleased to allow me, without desiring the least addition from my annual 
stipend" (78). Having chosen to remain "as dependent upon [her] Papa's will as 
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a daughter ought to be who knows not what is good for herself," Clarissa is 
bound by both tradition and custom to accept the suitor approved by her father 
(80). The knowledge that she has at least the option of exercising her economic 
independence, however, may account for Clarissa's resistance at some level. 
In this way, the conflict over whom or if Clarissa is to marry develops as 
an historical one rather than remaining solely an issue of filial obediance or 
defiance. Clarissa's moral and religious upbringing has impressed upon her a 
hierarchical structure of values, whereby her earthly father is surpassed in 
respect only by her heavenly Father. Her sense of theoretical morality, however, 
has also endowed her with strong beliefs regarding the nature and purpose of 
matrimony. Marriage, she writes, can be the "highest state of friendship: if happy 
it lessens our cares by dividing them, at the same time that it doubles our 
pleasures by a mutual participation" (524). She soon realizes that this type of 
union would never be possible with a man like Solmes and is in fact directly 
opposed to the idea of marriage as a matter of economic practicality. 
As Christopher Hill demonstrates, Clarissa places the Puritan idea of 
marriage as a companionship based on mutual affection in direct opposition to 
the notion of marriage as a means of capital accumulation (330). As a product of 
her belief system, Clarissa feels compelled to do whatever is necessary to avoid 
marrying a man she does not and cannot (she believes) feel any affection for. 
"This idea of marriage," argues Robert Wess, "presupposes as one of its 
conditions the female autonomy that Clarissa considers it her duty to preserve, 
even aganist the will of her father, if it's absolutely certain that there is no 
alternative" (74). The conflict over whom (or if) Clarissa is to marry is a conflict 
between two belief systems--the Puritan ideology of the seventeenth century vs 
an emerging middle-class ideology whose evolving system of beliefs depends 
on a denial of the more progressive influences upon its own history. 
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Clarissa's rejection of propertied marriage is representative of more than 
her distaste for Solmes. She has already, as her family is quick to remind her, 
turned down three previous suitors. In a letter to her Uncle Antony, Clarissa 
reveals her opposition to marriage as a means of capital accumulation ("dear, 
dear sir, what are settlements to one who has as much of her own as she 
wishes for?") and attacks Solmes as being both her moral and educational 
inferior ("dear, dear sir, if I am to be compelled, let it be in favor of a man that 
can read and write--that can teach me something ... ") (151 ). The letter reveals 
that Clarissa perceives herself to be superior, not only to Solmes, but to most 
men who have already been and are likely to be chosen by her family as 
suitable marriage partners. She is in fact manipulating the very system that 
constrains her, turning the notion of men as superior (both morally and 
otherwise), as well as the acceptance of superior education for men, against 
itself. 
The contradictions between Clarissa's view of marriage as a moral ideal 
of "mutual participation" and the eighteenth-century reality of a middle-class 
union based upon domination and economic aggrandizement become obvious 
to her when she compares her own vision with that embodied by her parents. 
From her observations of the role of her own mother as a wife, Clarissa draws 
larger conclusions regarding marriage: 
Would anybody, my Dear Miss Howe, wish to 
marry, who sees a wife of such temper and 
blessed with such an understanding as my 
mother is noted for, not only deprived of all 
power, but obliged to be even active in 
bringing to bear points of high importance, 
which she thinks ought not to be insisted 
upon? (213) 
Clarissa realizes that marriage, according to the terms established by her 
family, will not only "deprive me of my free will, and make me miserable my 
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whole life," but is likely to make her the agent or instrument of her prospective 
husband (148). She, like her mother, will be powerless in her own right--lacking 
even the power to resist the oraers of a "higher" authority. 
Internalizing Ideology; Living Contradictions 
"I, no more than your Father, will bear your avowed contradiction I" 
(Mrs. Harlowe 107). 
As Ellen Pollak notes, the eighteenth century witnessed the emergence 
of fuller and more complex strategies for resolving the inconsistency between 
an individualist tradition and the ongoing subordination of women. The rejection 
of patriarchal notions of divine-right monarchies by political and religious 
theorists, as well as the development of an empiricist philosophy that 
"designated the human subject as locus both of psychic and of referential 
truth," made necessary new justifications as to the desireability and necessity of 
subordinating women to men in social, political, economic, intellectual and 
domestic life (2). A culture that centered more and more on affirming male 
individual desires, depended as much upon the systematic denial of these 
same desires in women. 
Clarissa is located firmly in the center of this philosophical debate. She 
finds herself literally torn apart by conflicting desires to remain faithful to her 
duties as a daughter without compromising the loyalty she owes herself as a 
Christian individual. Filial duty in this regard becomes synonomous with the 
subjugation of the individual to the will of the emerging capitalist patriarchy. 
While her training in logic makes her keenly aware of the contradictions implicit 
in the demands forced on her by the Harlowe family, she is all but oblivious to 
the historical ambivilence of her own position. One cannot overlook the role of 
Richardson in giving Clarissa the attributes necessary to resist, while 
simultaneously limiting the potential outcome or nature of her resistance. He 
has created a female character at once capable of recognizing herself as an 
individual yet confined within a belief-system that refuses to recognize women 
as such. 
"Who at the long run must submit--" posits Mrs. Harlowe to Clarissa, "all 
of us to you; or you to all of us?" (107). The answer is clear. As a character, 
Clarissa is representative of a body of values and beliefs that are being 
supplanted by the emergence and increasing cohesion of the middle class. "On 
a world historical scale," notes Doody, "the Harlowes stand for historical 
movement by a group which can continue its rise only by maintaining a 
determined and stolid ignorance of the nature of its acts and the bases of its 
existence" (64). Part of this emerging socio-economic group, the Harlowes have 
already begun to deny the Puritan heritage responsible for their very existence, 
while at the same time seeking to emulate the aristocratic way of life that was at 
one time anathema to their system of beliefs. Clarissa's insistence on 
reminding the family and indeed the class which they are a part of the 
irreconcileability of the "nature of its acts and the bases of its existence" seals 
her fate. She is both deviant and a threat to the new order. She must be made 
to submit if the narrative of the middle class is to dominate. 
That her family perceives Clarissa's "goodness as a measure of [it's] 
wickedness" is revealed in the fear they display towards her ability to change 
their minds (Flanders 192). Conscious of the threat Clarissa represents to their 
stability, the family banishes her from their sight, "not to be seen in any 
apartment of the house ... unless commanded down" (121 ). The Harlowes are 
just as fearful of receiving her written communications. "I know your knack at 
letter writing," states James (161): "I wonder that you have the courage to write 
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to me, upon whom you are continually emptying your whole female quivef 
(198). Arabella Harlowe expresses similar sympathies: "I wish you would not 
trouble me with any more of your letters. You had always a knack at writing; and 
depended upon making everyone do what you would when you wrote" (1179). 
The Harlowe family's association of writing or discourse as a form of 
power may be interpreted as synonomous with Samuel Richardson's own 
understanding of the power of literature. Clarissa's family credits her not only 
with the ability to write as a means of informing, but as a means of influencing 
and convincing. Written discourse becomes not just the primary form of 
communication, but the avenue by which change can occur. For Clarissa, such 
change involves placing the practices of her family in their proper historical 
context--revealing the contradictions between theory and practice. In the 
process of "writing to convince," however, she reveals the contradictions, the 
instability, within her own system of beliefs. For Richardson, the purpose as well 
as the consequences of his literary endeavor are similar to those of his heroine. 
In writing against the "growing skepticism and immorality" of the age, he reveals 
to his readers his own ideological insecurities and uncertainties regarding the 
very changes he seeks to bring about. 
So great is the Harlowe's fear of Clarissa's "power" that she must literally 
be imprisoned and even tortured in order to bring about her submission. As 
Kinkead-Weeks notes, in the process of confining Clarissa, the Harlowes 
liberate their own sadism (141 ). One after another, all of her avenues of 
communication with the world outside of the estate are closed off. Her maid is 
taken from her and replaced with one loyal to Arabella. Clarissa is allowed to 
walk in the garden only after obtaining permission. A plot is concocted to 
transport her to the home of her Uncle Antony, a home that is surrounded by a 
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moat. Her final interview with Solmes ends with Clarissa lying face down on the 
floor of an empty room, her brother standing over her. 
Mrs. Harlowe's question regarding who is to submit would imply that 
Clarissa herself has the potential to act as the oppressor rather than the 
oppressed. Maurice Funke raises this possibility, noting that Clarissa's "natural 
goodness" is also a "clandestine means towards self-aggrandisement ... her 
true nature being the determination to gain power through the degradation of 
her adversaries" (12-13). When Anna suggests that Clarissa may have a private 
world in which personal ambition and clandestine motivations direct her way of 
using her perfection, Clarissa rejects the idea as an impossibility. Is she simply 
being true to her "self," to an inner voice which constantly reaffirms her 
commitment to religion and to a non-degenerate, traditional form of society? 
(Funke 15). 
What both Mrs. Harlowe and Funke fail to note, however, is the very 
nature of the power relations shaping the dynamic at work. While Clarissa 
reveals her belief that "the gentlest spirits when provoked (causelessly and 
cruelly provoked) are the most determined," her very morality dictates 
submission--if not to an earthly father, to a heavenly one. Thus, while Clarissa 
may have the potential to oppress--willing her family to reconcile the 
contradictions between the morality they espouse and the practice they 
embody--it cannot be, in practice, a potential equal to their own. 
The argument denies the extent to which Clarissa has internalized and is 
constrained by the ideology of patriarchy. She is independent enough to 
recognize that her duty to Father and self would be best served were she to "live 
single." Clarissa also recognizes the forces of "family aggrandizement and this 
great motive paternal authority" at work. She is unable, however, to challenge 
her father's tyranny by regaining control of her estate. Her passivity and 
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dependence becomes even more obvious after she is tricked away from her 
home by Lovelace. 
Reading Clarissa and Lovelace: 
The Emergence of an Historical Dynamic 
Like the conflict between the Harlowe family and their daughter, the 
dynamic that emerges between Clarissa and Lovelace has less to do with the 
characters specifically than it does larger historical forces. Whereas the 
Harlowe's are representative of an emerging economic group, Lovelace is part 
of a class that is dying--the aristocracy. He submits Clarissa, whose ideological 
allegiance has already been tried by her parents, to a different series of trials. 
He, like the Harlowes, tries to force upon Clarissa a practice that so deviates 
from her theoretical morality that she would be forced to reject her entire belief 
system rather than to live out so obvious a contradiction. Whereas the Harlowes 
must bring about her submission in order to protect their "mask of middle-class 
morality," Lovelace tries to force the "mask" from her, convinced that she indeed 
wears one (Brissenden 176). Both the Harlowes and Lovelace, unable to see 
beyond their own ideologies, believe Clarissa's identity, her convictions, to be 
part of an elaborately constructed edifice, underneath which lies a reality 
exactly like their own. 
Lovelace, like Clarissa, is driven by several often contradictory 
ideological motives. While Richardson himself attributes Lovelace's values to a 
"wealthy degenerate class of men," Lovelace's identification with his own class 
is, like Clarissa's, less than solid (Funke 110-111 ). By birth and fortune a 
member of the aristocracy (and thus privy to its priviledges}, he demonstrates 
little direct interest in either title or wealth. Despite his ambivalence towards his 
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own class, he soundly rejects and indeed fears the kind of middle-class values 
embodied by the Harlowe family. 
If Clarissa identifies more with the country-gentlewoman of 
the seventeenth century than the idle woman of luxury in the eighteenth, 
Lovelace too draws his identity from an earlier historical period. He sees himself 
-
as the Restoration-era "rake" Like Clarissa, Lovelace is heir to a worldview 
already part of history. He is driven by a body of ideas articulated in an historical 
literature, far removed from the political and social debates taking place around 
him. Just as Clarissa's identification with Lockean notions of human nature and 
the value of work set her at odds with her family and the class of which they are 
representative (Doody 54), Lovelace too is isolated by his understanding of 
society. 
Lovelace, the "rake," draws on the Hobbesian notion of human life as a 
war of all against all. As Micheal Neill notes, such a view provided the 
underlying basis for most Restoration comedy of the 1670's, a view in which the 
conduct of society is perceived as "little better than a species of urbane civil 
war" (120). The function of the rake is political as well as comic, as Restoration 
comedy is "actively concerned with the nature of 'restoration' itself, with the 
business of re-forming a civil order in the face of those 'barbarous' but 'natural' 
impulses towards revolution, anarchy, or tyranny which constantly threaten to 
destroy it" (121 ). Lovelace's apparently contradictory motivations must be 
understood in this context. His cruel treatment of Clarissa, his disdain for the 
Harlowes as well as for his own family, stems from a desire to "restore" English 
society to its natural state--to strip all those around him of the "masks" they wear, 
"masks" which "society assumes to disguise the real nature of the beast" 
(Brissenden 176). 
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The historical ambivelance of Lovelace's position is, like Clarissa's, the 
product of his dependence upon those same social conventions and mores 
which he professes to reject. Penelope Bigges places Lovelace's situation in a 
contemporary context, likening him not to "the prince snapping his fingers at the 
law, but the robber baron taking advantage of its loophoes: he depends on the 
special place society has created for the rake" (55). He might even be 
compared "to the child going round and round the block," notes Bigges, "who 
explains that he is running away from home but not allowed to cross the street" 
(56). As is the case with Clarissa's rejection of patriarchal authority, Lovelaces 
defiance of convention is both shaped and determined by convention itself. 
From the beginning, their personal relationship--Lovelace's "love" for the 
"divine Clarissa Harlowe," her "conditional liking" of him--plays only an 
incidental role in the circumstances that bring them together. Lovelace is as 
inspired by his hatred for James Harlowe as he is his passion for Clarissa. He is 
similarly motivated by his disdain for the Harlowes: "but is it not a confounded 
thing to be in love with one who is the daughter, the sister, the niece," he asks, 
"of a family I must eternally despise?" (142) The two forces are not only related, 
as Lovelace reveals, they are for him equivalent: "My REVENGE and my LOVE 
are uppermost by turns. If the latter succeed not, the gratifying of the former will 
be my only consolation .... " (165). 
His contempt for the family is at least a partial product of aristocratic 
contempt for the perceived material crassness of the middle class. "Everybody 
knows Harlowe Place--for like Versailles," he reminds Belford contemptuosly, "it 
is sprung up from a dunghill within every elderly person's remembrance" (161 ). 
His "love" for Clarissa is inextricably connected with a desire to bring about the 
humiliation of her family: 
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Then what a triumph would it be to the Harlowe 
pride, were I now to marry this lady? A family 
beneath my own I No one in it worthy of an 
alliance with but her! My own estate not 
contemptible! Living within the bounds of it to 
avoid dependence on their betters, and obliged 
to no man living! To be forced to steal her away, 
not only from them, but from herself! (426) 
Clarissa too is drawn to Lovelace for a variety of reasons other than 
"throbs" and "glows" (72). Keenly aware of the role of her brother James in 
proposing Solmes as a suitor and engineering the subsequent conflict, she is 
nearly oblivious to the trap that Lovelace is laying for her. To Clarissa who is cut 
off from her family, ordered to confine herself to her own apartment, forbidden 
from communicating even with Anna Howe, Lovelace begins to appear a 
wellspring of tolerance in the hell that has become Harlowe place. At no point 
during her confinement is she aware that Lovelace is conspiring to replace the 
authority of James and her father with his own power. Clarissa's naivete is in 
this regard a product of the very attributes which make her a "paragon of virtue." 
Her education and upbringing have sensitized her to particular kinds of evil, 
while leaving her oblivious to others. Her Lockean belief in the essential 
goodness of man leaves Clarissa unable to interpret or account for evil that is 
other than instrumental. 
Stationed in a nearby village, informed of every development at Harlowe 
place by his counterspy, Joseph Leman, Lovelace is able to draw the web of 
entrapment ever more tightly around Clarissa. Rumors that he himself spreads 
regarding his intention to "rescue" Clariss< .iugh violent means arm James 
with more than enough ammunition to adv, .le her "imprisonment." Lovelace 
displays an astute understanding at this point in the novel regarding the 
insecurities motivating the Harlowes and their daughter. Complicit and largely 
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responsible for the "cruel use" of Clarissa at the hands of her family, he alone 
offers the means and opportunity for her "escape." 
Convinced that she is about to be faced with her final trial, at which a 
forced marriage to Solmes will take place, Clarissa sends word to Lovelace that 
she has no way "to avoid the determined resolution of my friends in behalf of Mr. 
Solmes; but by abandoning this house by his assistance" (350). She changes 
her mind soon after, reporting the change in another letter. Lovelace, fully 
aware of what the second correspondences signifies, ignores it and proceeds 
with his plan to free Clarissa "from the cruel treatment she has so long borne" 
(383). With the assistance of Joseph Leman whom he calls upon to frighten 
Clarissa with shouts of "swords, pistols, guns with as terrible a voice, as you can 
cry out with," her flight is assured, for "so 'frightened, there is no question but 
she will fly" (384). 
While Clarissa does come to blame herself for initially corresponding 
with Lovelace, her own naivete plays a significant role in the trust she places in 
him from the outset. As Kinkead-Weeks notes, the sheltered background of an 
eighteenth century girl made her knowledge of evil necessarily theoretic (164). 
Although Clarissa hears frequent reports of Lovelace's "immorality" from her 
family as well as from Anna Howe, she has little if any practical idea of what this 
actually means. Any naivete on Clarissa's part is compounded in this case by 
her strong sense of justice. When her brother and Solmes offer fresh evidence 
as to "what sort of man somebody is," she r 01 fuses to participate in the slander of 
Lovelace behind his back, reminding her "~ r" that ''the text 1bout casting the 
first stone affords an excellent lesson" (31 6). Ht:: 1aivete is further 
revealed in the statement sh . :1akes to Anna that the man who resents the 
imputation of lying would not be guilty of it--"surely my dear, the man must be in 
earnest" (197). 
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Lovelace is by no means unaware of the gaps between Clarissa's 
"theory" and her "reality" and takes full advantage of them. "This lady," he writes 
to Belford, "is prodigiously learned in theories: but as to practices, as to 
experimentals, must be, as you know, from her tender years, a mere novice. Till 
she knew me, I dare say, she did not believe, whatever she had read, that there 
were such fellows in the world ... " (538). "Yet what can be expected of an angel 
under twenty?" he asks later in the novel. "She has a world of knowledge; 
knowledge speculative, as I may say; but no experience! How should she?--
knowledge by theory only is a vague uncertain light: a will o' the wisp, which as 
often misleads the doubting mind as puts it right" (789). Ironically, Lovelace's 
statements in this regard are revealing of his own ideologica instability His 
advocacy of "knowledge by means of experience" is part ,of the same Lockean 
belief system that he is so critical of in Clarissa. 
Just as Clarissa's internalization of patriarchal ideology prohibits her 
from doing more than declaring her wish to "live single" and prevents her 
resuming her estate from her father, it makes her easy prey for Lovelace's 
snares. As Flanders observes, whatever independence of mind she 
demonstrated prior to leaving the Harlowe estate is effectively negated 
following her departure (184). Unable to act upon her own initiative, she waits 
for various men--Lovelace, Captain Singleton, Colonel Morden--to act as her 
agents. She feels so bound by the dictates of proper female decorum and 
"punctilio" that she is effectively immobilized. 
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The Trlal of Clarissa: Torture In the Novel 
While the sadism of the Harlowe family is liberated in the process of 
engendering Clarissa's submission, Lovelace recognizes "cruelty" as one of 
many instruments with which to try her with from the outset. "There may possibly 
be some cruelty necessary," he writes. "But there may be consent in struggle; 
there may be yielding in resistance. But the first conflict over, whether the 
following may not be weaker and weaker, till willingness follow, is the point to 
be tried" (557). Torture in this sense is nothing more than a means to an end. 
"We begin with birds as boys," he notes, "and as men go on to ladies; and both 
perhaps, in turns, experience our sportive cruelty" (557). 
Actual physical coercion plays only a minor role in the process. Although 
he is surprised at Clarissa's capacity for physical resistance--"considering the 
delicacy of her frame, her force was amazing, and showed how much in earnest 
she was in her resentment; for it was with the utmost difficulty that I was able to 
hold her ... "--Lovelace relies primarily on emotional and psychic coercion in an 
attempt to bring about her submission (723). 
Lovelace sets the state for Clarissa's "trial" by bringing about her 
isolation, a process that begins early in the novel. By virtue of his 
communication with her, he is able to hasten her emotional as well as physical 
isolation from the Harlowe family. The trick he employs to get Clarissa into his 
chariot and off to St. Albans only enhances her sense of physical separation 
from her "friends." From the point at which she arrives in London until her 
eventual escape, she is kept constantly misinformed as to her surroundings as 
well as to the identity and nature of the people around her. "You are certainly in 
a devilish house ... " writes Anna, " ... the woman is one of the vilest of women--nor 
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does she go to you by her right name ... her name is not Sinclair, nor is the street 
she lives in, Dover Street" (744). 
The effects of Lovelace's attempts to isolate Clarissa are multifold. 
Separated from her family and friends, mistrustful of the company she 
encounters during her stay with Lovelace, she is deprived of all social support, 
potential or otherwise. This deprivation, aggravated by her own dependence on 
"punctilio," lessens Clarissa's ability to resist Lovelace's attempts to manipulate 
her, both physically and emotionally. Her isolation also has the effect of 
increasing her dependence on him: 
But here is the thing: I behold him with fear 
now, as knowing the power my indiscretion has 
given him over me. And well may he look more 
elate, when he sees me deprived of all the self-
supposed significance which adorns and exalts 
a person who has been accustomed to respect; 
and who now, by a conscious inferiority, allows 
herself to be overcome, and in a state of 
obligation, as I may say, to her new 
protector. (389) 
Her complete sense of physical and psychic isolation explains in part 
Clarissa's often ambivalent feelings towards Lovelace. She recognizes him at 
once as her protector and her torturer, her narrative shifting back and forth 
between kindness and contempt for him. When Lovelace is "suddenly taken 
with a vomiting of blood in large quantities," (conveniently purchased from the 
local butcher) Clarissa blames herself: " ... I am afraid it was occasioned by the 
violent contentions between us." "How lately did I think I hated him!" she writes 
to Anna Howe. "But hatred and anger, I see, are but temporary passions with 
me. One cannot, my dear, hate people in danger of death, or who are in distress 
or affliction my heart, I find, is not proof against kindness and acknowledgement 
of errors committed" (678) 
Lovelace's success in destabilizing Clarissa is in part the result of a 
conscious shift in roles on his part. He acknowledges to Belford that "I am in the 
right train now. Every hour, I doubt not, will give me an increasing interest in the 
affections of this proud beauty!--1 have just carried un-politeness far enough to 
make her afraid of me; and to show her that I am no whiner. Every instance of 
politeness, now, will give me double credit with her!" (465). His success in 
"compromising" Clarissa is also, however, the result of her mm moral theory, 
not his. Yet she is without the power to make him leave her, and cannot leave 
him (she is convinced) without further compromising herself. Able to rely on 
nothing more than her own sense of virtue, forced to confront a power situation 
increasingly out of her control, Clarissa finds herself more and more at the 
mercy of Lovelace. 
"Restoring" Society to Its "Natural" State: 
Lovelace and the "Libertine's Creed" 
Implicit in Lovelace's treatment of Clarissa--in his attempts 
to destabilize her emotionally and physically, is his belief that she cannot be 
what she appears to be. What he seeks to extract from her, argues Richetti, is 
the "unstable and compulsive core of the female personality that the cultural 
tradition posits ... What he sees in her is a symbol" (95). In Lovelace's eyes, all 
women are "worthless prostitutes and a woman who appears otherwise is only 
a seductress in the guise of the ideal, virtuous woman" (Funke 110). Just as 
society assumes a "mask" to hide the economic and social warfare simmering 
just below its surface, women too, assume a mask of "virtue." 
Like his Hobbesian understanding of social and economic relations, 
Lovelace's understanding of "the sex" is based on what he refers to as the 
"libertine's creed." As Kinkead Weeks notes, the creed is composed of three 
basic maxims. The first, based on Pope's statement that "every woman is at 
heart a rake," assumes "that woman's nature is primarily sexual, and so she 
finds her true and natural role in submitting to the male" (179). The second 
maxim, stated by Lovelace, "Importunity and opportunity no woman is proof 
against, especially from a persevering lover, who knows how to suit temptations 
to inclinations," is a logical extension of the first (426). If "virtue" is simply a 
disguise for women's true nature, revealing that nature becomes essentially a 
strategic matter. The final maxim is the belief that a woman "once subdued is 
always subdued' (634). Once the mask of virtue and morality is removed 
revealing the true nature of the woman behind it, she will remain forever the 
"whore" or "nymph" she is. 
Clarissa's "virtue" and "morality" are the products of education and 
culture and it is only a matter of time, believes Lovelace, until she is revealed to 
be like all women: "Has her virtue ever been proved?" he asks. "Who has dared 
to try her virtue?" (427) "Oh Jacki" he writes Belford, "what devils are women, 
when all tests are got over and we have completely ruined them!" (675) For 
Lovelace, all women are whores and Clarissa must be like all women. "Is then 
the divine Clarissa Harlowe capable of loving a man whom she ought not to 
love? --And is she capable of affectation?--And is her virtue founded in pride?--
And if this answer be affirmative, must she not then be a woman?" (428) 
While Clarissa refuses incorporation into his "libertine's creed," the 
women at Mrs. Sinclair's house are firmly part of it. "If Lovelace is the enemy 
from above," notes Dussinger, "attempting to prove that all women are alike, the 
servants are the enemy from below, attempting to prove the same thing to gain 
power over their mistresses" (45). Both assisting and encouraging Lovelace's 
machinations, Sally, Polly, and "Dorcas" assure him that Clarissa is really like 
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them beneath the layer of custom and education she wears. The women "make 
their supreme delight in reducing others to their level!" writes Lovelace. "For 
thou canst not imagine how even Sally Martin rejoiced last night in the thought 
that the lady's hour was approaching" (729). The women in Mrs. Sinclair's 
house are in a position of such powerlessness, that they, like Mrs. Harlowe, 
have become the agents or instruments of patriarchy. Their resentment of 
Clarissa is the product of their own dependence--of the power they lack. In turn, 
the constant reinforcement of Lovelace's beliefs by the women he has already 
"subdued" only increases his determination to reveal that Clarissa is one of 
them. 
To prove that Clarissa is like all women and "at heart a rake" becomes 
his obsession. "Until by MATRIMONY or EQUAL intimacies, I have found her 
less than angel, it is impossible to think of any other'' (150). As Nancy Miller 
reveals, Lovelace's insistence on forcing Clarissa to submit is based on a need 
to reaffirm his own identity (88). As a rake, he is committed to including Clarissa 
among the previous female victims who have collaborated with him in a moral 
ritual: "I have fallen, therefore I am wicked/I have made you fall, therefore I have 
triumphed" (Bigges 56). Should Clarissa fail to reveal her virtue as inauthentic, 
should he prove unable to force "this goddess-daughter of the Harlowes to 
cohabit with me; and that in the face of all their proud family," the body of beliefs 
from which he draws his very identity will be thrown into question (718). 
The historical ambivalence of both of their positions explains the intensity 
of their struggle. What is at issue between them is not merely Lovelace's desire 
to compromise Clarissa, nor her desire to resist, but their very identities. The 
harder Lovelace tries to break Clarissa's will, to force her into his definition of 
"woman," the stronger becomes her will to refuse the role of sexual sinner. The 
more determined becomes her struggle, the more intent is Lovelace on 
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emerging victorious. The conflict becomes a battle over identities "But I resolve 
not any way. I will see how her will works and how my will leads me on," states 
Lovelace (402). 
As in the conflict between Clarissa and the Harlowes, she is again not 
without the potential to oppress as well as to be oppressed. The potential is 
also, however, equally unrealistic. She reminds Lovelace on several occasions 
that he too is being tried--that she will hold him to his avowed intent to reform, 
thus forcing him to submit to her will: "I will not throw cold water, Mr. Lovelace, 
said I, on a rising flame: but look to it! For I shall endeavor to keep you up to this 
spirit: I shall measure your value of me by this test" (445). Neither is she above 
reminding Lovelace of her own moral superiority in this regard: "My soul is 
above thee, manl--Urge me not to tell thee, how sincerely my soul above theer 
(658). 
As the struggle between them gains in intensity, Lovelace begins to 
believe more and more that Clarissa rather than he is in the position of power--
that he is in fact the victim. "All power is with this charming creature!" he 
proclaims. "It is I, not she, at this rate, that must fail in the arduous trial" (493). 
Despite his best efforts to force her submission, "every time I attend her, I find 
that she is less in my power; I more in herS' (402). "O Belford! Belford!" he is to 
declare ultimately. "Whose the triumph now! HERS, or MINE?" (901 ). 
It is in this context that the rape of Clarissa can be partly understood-as a 
final desperate attempt by Lovelace to regain a sense of identity and control. 
Clarissa's refusal to acknowledge that she is "at heart a rake" and her 
resistance to both "importunity and opportunity," lead Lovelace to contemplate 
more and more desperate measures. Sensing that he is ever more in her 
control, she ever less in his, he seeks to "subdue" her once and for all. The very 
circumstances of the rape reveal its desperation: Clarissa is not even 
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conscious, but under the influence of what Lovelace terms "somnivolences," ("I 
hate the word opiates on this occasion," he notes) (897). His determined 
attempts to force Clarissa to consent to the role he has chosen for her amount to 
nothing as he has resorted to a means by which their can be no consent. "Lack 
of consciousness," notes Frances Ferguson, "both in the law and in the logic of 
the novel, always counts as nonconsent. While there may be two bodies ... only 
one person is present" (104). 
Convinced that "a Clarissa" is no different from the rake's definition of any 
woman, he attempts a final desperate measure to displace by force the mask of 
decorum she wears. "He assumes that the violation of Clarissa's body has 
signaled the end of his play," notes Wells, "and had prepared a quick 
denoument whose final scene will depict Clarissa firmly in his power and ready 
to submit to his authority" (61) 
Now indeed do I from my heart wish that I had 
never known this lady. But who would have 
thought there had been such a woman in the 
world? Of all the sex I have hitherto known, 
or heard, or read or, it was once subdued, and 
always subdued. The first struggle was generally 
the last; or at least the subsequent struggles 
were so much fainter and fainter, that a man 
would rather have them than be without them. 
But now I know yet---- (904) 
If his basic motivation in "compromising" Clarissa is the need to reaffirm 
his identity as a rake, as Miller argues, than the rape may be understood as a 
last attempt to prove the "libertine's creed" true. Assuming that "every woman is 
at heart a rake" and that Clarissa's morality is the product of custom and 
education only, then the "physical violation which puts her at a stroke beyond 
the pale of custom, and is a complete humiliation, will allow her 'true' nature to 
emerge. The experience of sexual penetration itself should result in an 
irreversible change; hence 'once subdued, always subdued" (Kinkead Weeks 
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230). Lovelace's assumptions here stand in direct contradiction to the kind of 
Lockean statements made by him earlier regarding the relationship between 
knowledge and experience As Brissenden argues, Lovelace half-realizes 
that in raping Clarissa "he is seeking his own destruction" (162). In "mis-
reading" Clarissa, Lovelace displaces himself from his own narrative. "For a 
rape, thou knowest, to us rakes," he writes to Belford, "is far from being an 
undesireable thing. Nothing but the law stands in our way, upon that account..." 
(896). Not only does Clarissa emerge the "victor'' in their battle of wills, ~ovelace 
loses his very identity, his place in history. The final scene between Clarissa 
and Lovelace has her recreating with a pen knife his "villainous designs against 
her" (950). As she holds the knife to her breast and threatens physical harm to 
her body, she declares to Lovelace, "This I say, of this you may assure yourself, 
I never will be yours" (950). 
"And now, Belford," writes Lovelace after the rape, "I can go no further. 
The affair is over. Clarissa lives" (883). In the struggle to retain control over their 
identities, it is Clarissa who emerges victorious. She remains firmly in the center 
of her own narrative, while Lovelace has been displaced from his--his entire 
belief system thrown into question. Clarissa is also, however, the victor 
(however pyrric the victory may have been) in the struggle with the Harlowes. "If 
you find you cannot conquer," states Mrs. Harlowe, "yield now and with a grace-
·-" (107). 
Conclusion: Power, Ideology and History 
In The Rape of Clarjssa, Eagleton compares the place and significance 
of Richardson's novels to that of "Superman" in our own culture--"the name for a 
diverse set of social practices, an emblem encountered at every turn, a 
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domestic talking-point and public declaration of faith" (5). Clarjssa came to 
represent a kind of mass debate, a discourse in which the public could attempt 
to locate and define itself. In this way, the novel not only reveals the processes 
by which class alignments as well as class consciousness develop, but 
becomes these processes. The novel articulates a certain sense of insecurity--
that of a class not yet formed, of another class being de-formed--and offers the 
potential for resolution. Every reader is presented with the possiblity of locating 
him or herself within a particular system of values and beliefs. Out of this 
process of location emerged what we have come to understand as the middle 
class. 
The idea of the novel as a contributing agent to rather than a product of 
the emergence of the middle class creates both the possibility and the necessity 
of "rethinking" contemporary history. The traditional understanding of English 
history as the "narrative unfolding of capitalism" is itself revealed to be an 
ideological construct. Perhaps most importantly, such a "rethinking" reveals the 
difficulties involved in understanding one historical moment from the vantage 
point of another moment significantly removed in time. It is difficult ( if not 
altogether impossible) to survey history from the point of view of a twentieth-
century observer and to draw definitive conclusions regarding the causal 
relationship between one factor and another. As Bender notes, for example, 
one cannot hope to locate historical possibilities outside of a given set of 
conditions, such as the absence or presence of the novel (5). The other key 
problem in relating literary discourse to social change involves the type of 
categories used to perform such analysis. With a novel such as Clarissa, it 
is tempting to read the Harlowes through a twentieth century conception of 
"middle-class," just as it is tempting to read Clarissa herself through a 
contemporary conception of "woman"--associating them with the definitions into 
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which the terms have evolved. McKeon's understanding of "categorical 
instability," the idea that "categories are most unstable and most resistant to 
being strictly identified ... in periods of crucial transformation," forces us to take 
into account the historical context and evolution of the categories that both 
shape and constrain the way in which we interpret ourselves and the past. 
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